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Unmanned aerial 
vehicles offer a niche 
It is interest ing to note that  this year  the 
US Depar tment  of  Defense has requested 
$61.8bn for its R&D work  in 2oo4.  This 
wou ld  be a 9% increase over the $56.8bn 
current ly  being spent  dur ing  2003.  
One of  the areas where the PoD request  
for 2oo4 is much h igher  than in 2oo3 is in 
Unmanned Air Vehicles (UAV's) many of  
which make extens ive use of  satel l i te 
proven solar power. 
The US mi l i tary is arguing that  UAVs 
must  become cheaper, whi le  s imultane-  
ous ly  their  abi l i ty  to ' communicate '  w i th  
the ground force has to be improved 
substant ia l ly .  
Both of  these at t r ibutes  have cons iderable  
commerc ia l  appeal .  For starters a shake 
up in the UAV manufactur ing  sector in the 
US last year  wil l  p robab ly  help to put  mass 
product ion  techn iques  potent ia l  into a for- 
mer ly small  batch bui ld industry.  
Quite apart  from a batt lef ie ld role, UAV's 
are being tested in several  commerc ia l  
appl icat ions  - mon i tor ing  crop r ipeness, 
repor t ing  on the weather,  watch ing  for 
fires, prov id ing  road accident a lert ing 
services, and even act ing as radio and TV 
t ransmiss ion stat ions.  
This makes them in need of  such com- 
pound products  as lasers, LEDs, IR arrays, 
a range of  sensors,  communicat ions ,  and 
optics. 
Cur ious ly  enough at the end of  last year, 
France, Germany,  Italy, Spain,  Sweden 
and the UK s igned up to s tudy  defence 
capab i l i ty  requ i rements  up to 2020.  Each 
count ry  is teamed wi th  its lead aerospace 
manufacturer  - Dassault ,  EADS Germany,  
A lenia Aerospaz io ,  EADS Spain,  Saab and 
BAE Systems respect ively ,  and wi l l  input  
into a number  of  techno logy  demonst ra -  
t ion programmes,  the crit ical ones be ing 
safe operat ion ,  command and contro l  o f  
UAVs. 
Included in this agreement  is a European 
programme that  aims to deve lop  Europe's 
UAV capabi l i t ies.  Here France has a dual  
lead through Dassault ,  and its investment  
in EADS. 
ELI deve lopments  are being watched by 
four  companies  awarded work  on the 
assessment  s tudy  phase of  the U K's 
Watchkeeper  programme,  namely  BAE 
Systems Ltd, Thales, and the US Lock- 
heed Mart in  UK Government  Systems Ltd, 
and Nor throp  Grumman.  
Two bidders get  contracts to under take  
work  on the select ive integrat ion and 
assurance act iv i t ies and a preferred b idder  
is selected by end 2o03. 
Between the US and European defence 
interest  in the UAV, this augers to be a 
reasonable  market.  And since many of  the 
appl icat ions  for UAVs have real wor ld  
commercia l  appeal ,  it also augers wel l  for 
niche compound devices. 
Gail Purvis, Editor 
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